In this paper, a long-time resident of the Lower East Side of New York City reflects on his experiences as an adult "learner" in his neighborhood yeshiva. The questions addressed in this narrative autoethnography include: What are the forms of self-making that shared study of Rabbinic texts affords? What is the range of intellectual freedom, and how does this interact with the formal and informal hierarchies of the place? What is the balance, for a mature male Jewish ethnographer, of anthropological fieldwork and study "for its own sake" in this setting? Throughout, the emphasis is on the commonalities shared by the ethnographer and his fellows at the yeshiva, rather than on the putative process of crossing cultural bridges. Tasked with this paper, upcoming shortly on academic deadline, I spend a weekend on the Northern California coast with my adult son. I've brought along with me the ArtScroll travel edition for the first part of Sanhedrin (the first 22 folios), so that I can continue my regime of at least a quick review of one folio per day. I'd pushed through the end of the preceding tractate Bava Basra in the few weeks preceding, since Rabbi Karp 1 didn't have the travel edition of the end of Bava Basra available, and I didn't want to shlep the full-size ArtScroll with me. Here in this lovely, drizzly hamlet, on a bluff overlooking the estuary of the Albion River, filled with abalone and inhabited by harbor seals, I scanned no less than seven folios blatt of ArtScroll over shabbes. A Talmudic Stakhanovite! It's true I'm on my second round going through; and I'm eager to make progress partly because I've determined that this will be the last with ArtScroll as my pony: after that, as I become a truly old man, my dream is to study exclusively from the traditional tsuras hadaf. But early this next Sunday morning, as I return to my small-print paperback (which, unlike the larger edition, doesn't have the facing pages of "Vilna" edition [actually Oz v'Hadar], Hebrewalphabet only print), an odd thought occurs to me as I reflect once again on the contrast between this quick review and the slow pace of the yeshiva on New York's Lower East Side where I've spent much of my spare time the past three years: English is, by now, the native language of virtually everyone at my yeshiva. With ArtScroll's handy "elucidation as a guide to Talmud study," they could have surrendered the dedication of time and intellect involved in trying to make sense of the text on their own, and they have not. That they do not do so-that, in fact, even to suggest the possibility seems bizarre, even to me-is testimony not only to the "conservatism" (whatever that tired word might mean here) of the yeshiva, but to their dedication to the weaving of their own texts, whether or not they ever write a word. For text is textile, and textile is cloth, and cloth is stuff: what they are weaving is the stuff of time.
from the late nineteenth century onward. That yeshiva is Mesivtha Tifereth Jerusalem (MTJ), most often associated with the name of the great Talmud scholar and rabbinic decisor Reb Moshe Feinstein, who passed away in 1986. Its current head, or Rosh Yeshiva, is his revered son, Reb Dovid Feinstein, a vigorous scholar now well into his eighties.
The purposes of MTJ-as the name of its adult division, Beit Medresh l'Torah v'Horaah, indicates-are to provide education as well as guidance in the interpretation and execution of Jewish law, or halachah. Its building includes an elementary school and a high school, but the focus of my time there is in the large study hall, or beis medresh, where post-high school, adult and elderly men spend their study time. Many of those in the beis medresh, though by no means all, are members of the kollel, that is, adult males who may spend all their adult lives in this form of disciplined study. Unlike many comparable institutions in the Orthodox Jewish world today, MTJ is not exclusively associated with a particular, tightly knit subcommunity, all of whose members live in close proximity to each other, worship together, and owe allegiance to the same rabbinic authority. Nor does it draw a large student body from far distant homes, dressed more or less in uniform fashion, spending entire days sitting in serried ranks, and reviewing the same lectures given by the leading scholars of that particular yeshiva. The goal of my ethnography is not, therefore, to provide a representative account of the role of yeshivot within the Orthodox Jewish world today (although I certainly hope it will take its place alongside such excellent older studies as William Helmreich's The World of the Yeshiva (1982) or Samuel Heilman's The Gate Behind the Wall (1984) . It is, instead, a neighborhood yeshiva, open to "regular" Orthodox Jewish men as well as Hasidim, to local Lower East Siders and those who take the train in from Brooklyn every day. While Reb Dovid Feinstein continues to lecture three times daily Monday through Thursday, as well as once on Friday and once on Sunday, only some of the scholars in the beis medresh (including myself, whenever I can be there) regularly attend those sessions. Rather, each participant's choice of what, with whom, and even when to study is largely a matter of individual choice.
I spent considerable time at MTJ in the 1980s-then, as now, motivated in the first instance (to the extent there ever really is a distincti "first instance") by the desire to acquire greater literacy in the study of Rabbinic texts rather than by research design. Three decades ago, I came expressly as an adult beginner, joining a tableful of fellows roughly my own age then, all considered baalei teshuva, yet by no means segregated from the other learners in the beis medresh (see Boyarin 1993) . My decision to return there beginning in early 2012 was the result of academic leave combined with a fortunate suggestion from the rabbi who is the principal of the lower school. First, he was astonished that I have a job where I can get a year off with pay. Then, he suggested, "Why don't you go to the Rosh Yeshiva's shiur?" and I responded, "That's a great idea." I owe my successful integration into the rhythms of daily study there in large measure to the extraordinary hospitality of a chavrusa (study group) including one of Reb Dovid's most devoted students, a younger rabbi who continues to welcome me as a study partner whenever I am able and choose to be present. Much of the material I will have to draw on in my ethnography will be drawn from my interactions with him, as well as a third and fourth member of that particular study group. All of my other key interlocutors are likewise teachers and study partners: the aforementioned Rabbi Karp, a son-in-law of the Rosh Yeshiva who is responsible, inter alia, for the library and other study texts, and for the soda machine in the hallway; Rabbi Greenberg, a young scholar involved in "outreach" work to the non-Orthodox, and who teaches extracurricular classes on various Rabbinic topics at local universities; and Paltiel, a highly independent young thinker with an unusual passion for synthesizing "secular" and "religious" literatures.
MTJ affords me a setting simultaneously for research and learning. These two practices or values closely intersect in my university world, yet the latter term of the pair-in its traditionalist Jewish connotation, as a calque for the Yiddish lernen-has a specific valence that indicates a telling difference between them. Both academic research and the form of intense study of rabbinic texts known as "learning" involve rigorous canons of credibility, intersubjective verification, and even hermeneutics of suspicion. Indeed, I have found to my gratification but certainly to my initial surprise, my status as a professor of modern Jewish studies in a secular university overall appears to make me a more rather than less valued interlocutor of those at MTJ fully committed to the tradition of learning rather than to the canons of academic research. Among the many distinctions between research and learning, the most salient one here is that while research is almost inevitably goal-oriented-that is, research is in the service of producing solid results that can then be shared with an interested public and claimed as the distinctive product of the researcher-learning is ideally done for its own sake, as an enactment of the Torah's own commandment (as it were) to study itself. The goal is not to reach a point where learning can stop, but to learn as long and as richly as possible given the constraints of the (here, exclusively male) human organism.
In this ethnography, then, the distinction between research and learning will be understood primarily as reflecting an underlying distinction between instrumental rationality and what I will provisionally call existential rationality, or something like the notion Paltiel expressed as the idea that "we are all God's dream." My bid is that this approach will help me to frame my record of impressions and encounters at the yeshiva in terms other than the stale dichotomies of "tradition and modernity" or "the secular and the religious" or even "outside and inside." It is abundantly clear to me that I stand firmly on neither side of any of those dichotomies, and part of my aim will be to show that other individuals at MTJ, and the institution as a whole, transcend them as well. Thus, there may be goals in learning, such as my continuing and sometimes overwhelming desire to attain greater literacy. And it also is worthwhile to keep in mind that, even as our university system becomes increasingly outcome-oriented, there are still residual spaces where academic research can be its own reward. Accordingly, the larger study I am planning will center not so much on the progressive discovery of an unknown world as on the continuing negotiation of what at first appear to be dichotomies, and even that not so much in the interest of resolving them (a common effort in much traditional Talmud study) as in the interest of reducing the anxiety that difference itself seems too often to cause.
To be sure, that effort itself, and indeed the very possibility of my continuing to find a place at the yeshiva, necessitates that I do not always express in the beis medresh a range of views that would be common coin around the dinner table at my home. Shortly before the Presidential elections of 2012 and just after Hurricane Sandy had curtailed activities at the yeshiva for a week or more, I noted the following exchange between myself and Asher, the study partner who is simultaneously my Anthropologists are, perhaps, discouraged from reading the thoughts of their interlocutors, but here I am with my fellow, one with whom I have already spent numerous hours in intimate textual struggle and with whom I hope to spend literally countless more. I cannot refrain from interpreting what he says and unsays, much as I imagine he is sensitive to the cautious and limited nature of my responses to the politics he has raised. That is, my noncommittal response to his first utterance about the election, and my silence in response to the first, almost certainly told him that the expected consensus was not there. Graciously, without surrendering or challenging my bona fides, Asher decided to place the outcome of the election in the hands of God, perhaps inspired in turn by the calmness he had seen his own mentor display in the face of what seemed to them a coming disaster.
More prosaically, Asher knew from the moment he met me that I was a university professor, for I had introduced myself to him and been introduced as such. After the first hour that I sat in on the Rosh Yeshiva's shiur (at that time, in December 2012, the group were about halfway through the tractate Gittin), Asher and his erstwhile study partner Hershl Yekhezkl (in a moment of scholarly generosity whose motivations continue to baffle me) invited me to spend the hour starting at 10:00 each Monday through Thursday morning with them, preparing for that day's shiur. Before too long, Hershl Yekhezkl knew as well that I had recently published a book about my synagogue on the Lower East Side (Boyarin 2011) , and asked whether I was planning to write one about the yeshiva as well. I told him I didn't know, but certainly was considering the possibility. Sometime later, Hershl Yekhezkl insisted to me: "If you publish a book about the yeshiva, please make sure to change my name!" So of course I have. Moreover, I shared with Hershl Yekhezkl a hard copy of my article about the yeshiva from the early 1990s. It wasn't for him, he said, but he passed it on to his wife, an education professional then in graduate school. "She loves that sort of thing."
My closest interlocutors at the yeshiva may, if they think about it, likely assume that I hold views on some key subjects of common interest that are inimical to theirs, although with the one exception of Paltiel, none has ever interrogated me about them (and Paltiel, very much in the interest of open inquiry or at most of changing my mind, but certainly not in order to exclude me). In return, I accept upon myself, for the most part, not to raise those topics, especially gender (MTJ is an exclusively male domain) and Israel (while not explicitly a Zionist institution, there are no particular checks at MTJ on what I consider an exclusive and narrow view of Jewish interests in the Middle East).
Not only does everyone who knows me at the yeshiva know as well that I'm a university professor, but the most common name for me there is precisely "the professor." This in itself hardly seems to interfere with my participation. Moreover, the tool of trade-a pocket notebook in which I record cursory notes to be written up at home later-is hardly conspicuous in a room where anyone may be writing down a short lesson to be given elsewhere, or taking his own notes on the Rosh Yeshiva's readings of the Talmudic text.
To be sure, while I am now less of a "beginner" than in the 1980s, still much of the material I study with others, and especially the give-and-take between the Rosh Yeshiva and his most advanced disciplines (precisely Asher and Hershl Yekhezkl) is beyond the capacities of my frame of references, my poor intellect, or my attention span. This is no small embarrassment in the ethnography of a culture where, more often than not, the text is the context. And so my notes frequently record a vague impression of the topic under discussion. Thus, from my field notes for this fall (by which time I have adopted as my own, in my writing, the custom of at least sometimes referring to the head of the yeshiva as "Rebbi"):
An important discovery on Shabbes: a couple of years ago-during my year at the yeshiva in 2012, I think-I noted Rebbi saying something like, "It can't be the law-we don't understand it. How can it be the law if you don't understand it?" which struck me as powerful, beautiful and radical at the time. Now I've found 2 his source in the Gemara-Bava Basra 107b, where Rav Ashi says: "If we do not understand the reasoning of 'others,' can we decide the halachah in accordance with their view?"
It still sounds powerful, beautiful, and radical to me. But it should be no surprise that this is not a principle that is lifted out of context and applied everywhere. On the contrary, sometimes we just have to accept the word of authority:
Reb Dovid in shiur confirms (see end of notes, previous day) that we don't understand Rebbe Nosn's reasoning at Bava Kama 53a, "but he's a dayan" so we follow him.

What to make of the fact that both principles-on the one hand, accepting authority, on the other not accepting authority without understanding-are serially presented? Perhaps, one lesson is that bits of the Talmud should not be extracted as decontextualized wisdom (or, lehavdil, as decontextualized foolishness) but rather that, as one would expect from anthropology, most of this ultimately makes most sense in its own context.
But remaining fully in "its own context" is, in the end, not to do ethnography. Hence the wavering my engagement with the yeshiva has taken, sometimes understood as an anthropologist's observation of his field site, sometimes as a Jew's performance of a mitzvah, sometimes as both, living together in greater or lesser comfort. It has, most recently, taken a decided turn toward the doing of ethnography, without any lessening of the sense of Jewish social performance (and all of the rewards in this world that such performance entails). Writing about a remarkable institution that has come to be central to my own identity entails its own set of constraints and facilitations, which I will not list here, trusting instead that this paper both articulates and illustrates them.
The process of "becoming ethnography" is not unidirectional. Although for an anthropologist like myself, for whom "home" and "the field" are more often than not the same place, keeping a journal is a handy way to tell (myself and others) that I am doing ethnography, I did not, at a certain point in my participation at the yeshiva, decide to keep a journal and do so consistently from then on. In fact, during much of my longest sustained period of attendance-throughout the calendar year 2012-I kept a journal only through March, and then resumed it in December-perhaps under the pressure of knowing that my long stretch of time was almost up.
Perhaps my moment of most acute temptation to "undo" ethnography came in the fall of 2014, shortly after I had decided that I probably had enough material and insight by now to make it possible to write about the yeshiva in an academically credible way without betraying any trust, and thus without threatening my own place in that world. I was walking on my campus quad, and realized something that froze my blood: I could not write a book about the yeshiva without seeking and receiving the Rosh Yeshiva's permission. The winter break came, and it was time for that audience. Meanwhile came the weekly Wednesday pre-minchah musar shmues (morals lesson) by the mashgiach, the only time of the week other than the Rosh Yeshivah's Friday morning parsha shiur that everyone in the bes medresh is listening to the same lesson. My notes from that particular musar shmues start off acknowledging that I (like others) somehow find it difficult to stay awake through them, worthy as they doubtless are, and also my own difficulty keeping away during abstruse discussion of the commentary of Tosafos in our Talmud shiur: My hesitancy, not to say acute anxiety about the encounter, doubtless had to do with an only partially articulated fantasy that I would, by the very asking of permission to instrumentalize study in this way, unmask by participation in the yeshiva a fraud. The account of learning I offered above, distinguished from research at least in part by its lack of goal orientation, has as a positive corollary the idea that learning is properly "for its own sake," or in Hebrew, leshma. Rabbinic dicta tell us that even study for ulterior motives should be encouraged, as "perhaps through study not for its own sake one will come to study for its own sake." In my hesitancy to declare my time at MTJ ethnographic research, I have made the opposite quip in my semi-competent: Ulai metokh leshma yavo shelo leshma ("Who knows, perhaps through study for its own sake will come [research and hence, ethnography] not for its own sake.") More subtly, when I am overwhelmed by a sense of myself as a very late beginner, nowhere close to the standards of my ancestors in Torah knowledge, practice or diligence, I sometimes fall into the trap of wanting to be, if not them, yet more like them and hence less like myself. This, too, is "not leshma." Now, at least as I understand it, study for its own sake does not mean study without gratification; indeed, the greatest pleasure I experience at the yeshiva comes precisely at those moments when I manage to become absorbed in learning with no other purpose than communication and understanding.
This pleasure consists of a combination of intellectual exhilaration, the comforting sense of doing "what a Jew is supposed to do," and the warming companionship of my peers. As I've mentioned, most of them fairly quickly (and to my own mixed embarrassment and gratification) came to call me "the Professor" (and some of those may not even know my name). Paltiel, who has himself avoided acquisition of the title Rabbi and who scorns honor like a Kotsker Hasid, calls me simply by my Jewish name, "Yoynesn Aharon." As my year of leave in 2012 ends, an elderly rabbi from Brooklyn, who studies at MTJ when he's not busy still working as a kashrut supervisor so that he can help his adult children while they get on their own financial feet, urges me to "find a job in New York" and thus "stay with us." The Rosh Yeshiva, whom I still, for some reason, hardly dare address, in turn rarely addresses me, though I have been pierced by his gaze and warmed by a passing smile. The tugs accomplished by these varied forms of interpellation seem remarkably gentle, yet they have helped to shape my notion of my ideal future as one in which the beis medresh continues to loom large.
So I am urged to stay on, whether as ethnographer or not. But what if the ethnography constituted my "payment" for my time in the beis medresh? Payment, that is, in two senses: the recompense that is owing to me, and the recompense that I owe those (taxpayers, students, philanthropists) who ultimately make it possible for me to have the kind of job that affords me the time to spend in learning not/for its own sake? In fact, nearly everyone who studies full time at the yeshiva is being supported by someone else, for the extremely modest stipend kollel members receive is hardly enough for an individual to live on, let alone his family.
Despite these narrow circumstances, the bes medresh is a space of remarkable autonomy-key, as far as my role is concerned, to the very possibility of undoing, because of the space of freedom it affords me within the yeshiva. No attendance is taken and no clocks are punched, even by those who are in one fashion or another "registered" as students or as members of the kollel. There are no required classes. Many find themselves conveniently absent during the mashgiach's half-hour moral lecture on Wednesday of each week, and only some attend one or another of the Rosh Yeshiva's shiurim. A few at any time are studying for rabbinical ordination, but even they are on no predetermined schedule and prepare at their own pace. Dyads and triads of study partners remain stable for years, or fade away after a few days of failed experiment. The contrast could not be greater to many yeshivas, where everyone in the bes medresh is studying the same tractate at any given time, and everyone attends the lectures given on that tractate. Apparently MTJ has withstood, in recent memory, at least one attempt to force conformity to this model, as I learned one day after an exceptionally challenging shiur in Bava Kama. As often happens, I didn't follow the intricacies of the discussion, let alone record it, but in general terms it had to do with the concept of breirah, here meaning a legally effective retrospective determination. My notes from that morning read:
Reb Dovid on BK 51b, re: the question of breirah: "If you don't take my question into account [which I hadn't quite understood, but it seems to be about the impossibility of breirah in this case, since it seems to imply ownership vacillating rather than becoming fixed permanently at some time, but as determined retrospectively], the Gemara works perfectly." At the end of the shiur, he refers us to a long Ran 3 in Nedarim on the topic. At my urging, though I can't stay for much of it, Asher, Peretz and I turn to that Ran after shiur. Asher mentions the experience of having learned Nedarim, at the time when the Mashgiach came in and decided (with Reb Dovid's permission) that everyone should be learning the same masechta [tractate] Asher says he was against the idea: "Here's a yeshiva where I can finally learn my own way, and they want to make it like every other yeshiva?" and that he also found the long commentaries of the Ran terribly trying at first, but that he came to love it. The regime lasted through [the tractates of] Nedarim and Sukkah, and then it fell apart into [my words here] the controlled anarchy we see today.
Thus, for whatever reasons combining necessity and (I surmise) the temperament of the Rosh Yeshiva (if, evidently, not the temperament of the Mashgiach), everyone, like me, is free to attend as many of the Rosh Yeshiva's shiurim or none as he wishes, to concentrate on Talmud or on the codes, or, as some seem to do, to spend much of their time chatting with each other, on Torah topics to be sure.
Moreover, there is, if not an infinity, then certainly more than any lifetime's worth of Torah to be learned, almost no exams except for those pursuing ordination, nothing that need absolutely be produced except for those who have outside rabbinical duties. The key thing is the time and attention invested in learning. The distinction between "research" and "learning," while again not absolute, nevertheless entails temporal differences as well. The patience of learning, for example, is evident in the countless times Asher, who knows the material vastly better than I, has said, "Do you mind if we just go over it one more time?" This patience does not necessarily rely on humility, but a humble attitude especially toward the scholars of earlier generations helps. At the same time, while it does not preclude any notion of personal progress-as in the yeshivish-Yiddish phrase shtaygn in lernen that we might gloss as "progressing in learning"-neither personal nor moral value is closely measured by such progress, at least at MTJ. Nevertheless, MTJ is hardly a "timeless" cultural world, any more than it is identical to the prototypical Lithuanianstyle yeshiva at Volozhin in the nineteenth century. Decades ago my brother Daniel Boyarin wrote in The Jewish Catalogue, in a phrase that stuck in my mind long before I ever stepped into MTJ, "Time stops in the world of Talmud Torah." That is not quite accurate (although the rest of that sentence-"A question asked in the sixteenth century can be answered in the twelfth"-is surely telling). It would be more accurate to say, perhaps, that time is not unidirectional in the world of Talmud Torah. Thus my friend Paltiel changes names in order to make the medieval commentators or figures of the Bible closer to us, or we to them. As we study the fourteenth-century code known as the Arba'ah Turim on the complex question of what constitutes a genital maiming sufficient to bar a man from marrying a Jewish woman, he mentions Hannah and Peninah, but calls them "Grace" and "Pearl." Another time (several times) he refers to Rabbenu Tam as "Rabbi Perfect."
There is no particular attempt to ban contemporary media technology from the bes medresh.
At one point in our study of Bava Kama, the Gemara discusses a "lead goat," and the commentators seem to suggest that this refers to a goat that leads or herds a herd of sheep, rather like a sheepdog, although I would have thought it simply means a goat who leads a herd of goats. "Sheepgoat!" I say, and that seems to ring a bell with Hershl Yekhezkl, who looks it up on Google Words, but alas finds nothing Another day, as I get up to go, something prompts me to quote to Asher and Peretz the line, "I would gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger today." Asher relates: One day (years ago?) Isaac Hecht had asked Asher, "I would gladly pay you 50 cents on Tuesday for 50 cent today" (quite possibly to buy a soda from the machine, which in 2015 still costs only 50 cents-one of the best bargains in Manhattan). At which a very yeshivish type of guy who was visiting the beis medresh and sitting nearby said, "Very good" (i.e. very clever, indicating that he recognized the source.) Then the yeshivish guy had confided that once he was at some affair with his wife, and he quoted an old line from t.v. like that one from Popeye, and his wife told him not to refer to such lines-people shouldn't know that he used to watch t.v.
Indeed, everyone at MTJ is living also in the twenty-first Christian century, and hence the bes medresh constitutes not so much a parallel world to that preoccupied with the sequential temporality of "getting and spending," as a formation that continually demonstrates precisely the contingency of linear temporality, and the ideologies of progress and acquisition that have historically accompanied it.
Occasionally the powerful desire to connect to the past leads to moments invested with something like a mystical aura, yet here again I venture to surmise that Asher shares in my awareness that it is we who create that aura. Thus, one day early in our study of Bava Kama, a sheet of old and crumbling paper fell out of the volume that Asher had brought from home to fill with detailed notes from the Rosh Yeshiva's shiur. Peering at the leaf together, we realized it was the title page from a book of medical advice in Hebrew. What struck me most about it was the table of contents' indication of a clear bifurcation: the first half of the volume contained segules, that is, formulae and amulets, while the second half contained practical remedies of the kind to be found at a pharmacy. I told Asher to guard it carefully, for in addition to its age, to me it represented precisely the mix of "traditional" and "worldly" perspectives that characterized a certain common experience much more than either of these terms does by itself. But a short time later, Asher reported that the sheet had gone-he could not find it between the sheets of Bava Kama any more. Almost a year later, it "reappeared," when we reached the portion of text where it had been resting. This ability to see the yeshiva with self-deprecating humor curiously matches the extraordinary reverence in which the Rosh Yeshiva is held, a phenomenon that is in turn linked to the apparent discrepancy between the intimacy of his shiur and his reputation as a posek. When I mentioned this to Asher one day, he reminisced: "When I first started coming here, there were four people in the shiur. One day nobody else showed up, and after a while the Rebbi said, 'Let's learn.' I panicked. I shlepped another guy in so it wouldn't be just me. Ever since I've regretted that."
Of course, the yeshiva also exerts authority beyond its walls, if (so to speak) only in certain directions. In early 2014, having recently published a book on Jewish Families (2013), I was quoted in the "Jewish Week" regarding the recently published Pew Survey of Jewish Families, which revealed a higher rate of intermarriage among American Jews than ever before. A few days later, as I was getting dressed after a session at the gym in my university, my cell phone rang. It was Rabbi Grossberg, calling to say, "Professor, I was very impressed that you were quoted in 'The Jewish Week.' But listen-you can't say that everyone gets to decide for themselves. We have to follow what the Torah tells us to do!"
More recently, and with potentially more serious consequences, I find myself squeezed between loyalty to the yeshiva and my more liberal religious sensibilities with respect to the perpetually question of an eruv on the Lower East Side, which Reb Moshe Feinstein had decades ago declared impossible. One day in late 2014, while we were sitting and waiting for the Rosh Yeshiva to come in and start the shiur, Hershl Yekhezkl was fuming about an argument that had apparently taken place that morning at the Bialystoker Synagogue on Willett Street, evidently something to do with the need to recite certain prayers by a certain time in the morning. Those who pursued the issue apparently were, by Hershl Yekhezkl's lights, being overzealous:
"The same frummies who are suddenly worried about zman krishma are going to put up an eruv after 120 years. They say they want to save the neighborhood-they're going to transgress a d'oraysa, and that's how they're going to save the neighborhood?"
Here, someone devoted body and soul to the Orthodox community of the Lower East Side and to the Feinstein family that has been its rabbinical leadership for decades foresaw the end of their authority once Reb Dovid, who is in his mid-eighties and appears to be both energetic and in good health, inevitably passes. At the same time (or, at any rate, about a month later), I received a call from the new young rabbi of my own synagogue, a bit further north and on the margins of the Jewish Lower East Side, bitterly frustrated at the idea that a new initiative to extend the Manhattan eruv below Houston Street would exclude the Lower East Side, in deference to the ruling of Reb Moshe and in deference to his family.
Other exclusions are of my own making. I had suggested to Hershl Yekhezkl at the beginning of the summer that I would be going back and forth to Ithaca and would like to stop off and visit him at the bungalow colony where his family summers. He countered with a suggestion that he'd like to see Ithaca. My wife Elissa and I were in Ithaca in fact for two weeks in July, but I never contacted him to invite him, and I'm guiltily aware of having failed to do so. It seemed like it would require too much organization-a new grill, having him bring up the meat for a barbecue-and beyond or contained by that, one inhibition was that I didn't want to expose the insufficiency of my kashrut to him. But I was also thinking: What will I show him? What will we talk about? Plus, part of the time we were there was during the three weeks, when (if he had brought his kids) they wouldn't have been able to swim. Maybe I'll have the courage next year.
This year, at any rate, I finally gathered the courage to speak to the Rosh Yeshiva-about ethnography, though I didn't use the term when I spoke to him. Which is what (unlike some leaders, perhaps) he says when he can't think of a good reason why not.
* * *
Remember that paperback volume of the first part of the ArtScroll edition of Tractate Sanhedrin I carried with me to California? Rabbi Karp offered me that one, because he didn't have the last volume of Bava Basra, which is what I was studying about three weeks before I left for California. I certainly didn't want to shlep the large-format Bava Basra with me, so I raced through it before leaving for the weekend in California. My mother's yortsayt was the day before I was to leave, and that, combined with the sense of a zman (my winter break from university, enabling me to spend a relatively solid few weeks in yeshiva) ending for me, inspired me to make a siyum-something I don't frequently do, partly because others rarely seem to make a siyum on their own study, and partly because after all, I still have the sense that I'm "cheating" by studying the ArtScroll to begin with. But my teachers (here I mean Rabbi Greenberg and Rabbi Karp, though I have countless teachers at the yeshiva) seem to enjoy it when I make a siyum, and after all, Reb Dovid makes a siyum at the end of every chapter.
In any case, the every end of Bava Basra deals with the question of whether and under what circumstances someone who offers to guarantee a third party's loan will be held to that offer (or, by contrast, under what circumstances it is considered a non-binding exhortation to the lender). The conclusion is that if the offer is made before a rabbinical court, it is binding, because of the hanoye or "consideration" the guarantor gets from being recognized by the court. I summarized this in my siyum, and then concluded, "In consideration of the profound hanoye I have gotten from being accepted into this community of scholars, I pledge myself to be a guarantor of the good name and healthy functioning of this beis medresh for many years to come."
This means that, even if I am now in fact "doing" Jewish ethnography, the terms of the social contract have shifted. There are profound limits to my service as a source of secret knowledge for the academic anthropological community-on general ethical grounds, to be sure, but more pressingly because I want to continue to belong at the yeshiva. Similar considerations in other ethnographic contexts have produced the notion of "ethnographic refusal" (Simpson 2007) . That is one of the possible conditions of what we call autoethnography, which is at least in many cases, and not just this one, properly a form of undoing. As the Gemara itself warns:
